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S
tudents have to be taught how to write. 

However, it’s not as easy as assigning a 

prompt and telling students to get to  writing. 

When teachers simply assign (or cause) 

 writing, student achievement suffers (Fisher & Frey, 

2007). In fact, there is evidence that student writing 

achievement has been stagnant for years. 

Current expectations outlined in most state stan-

dards and the Common Core State Standards suggest 

that students need to write opinions and arguments 

with evidence, write informational pieces that include 

details, and write narratives that are highly descriptive. 

Writing is something that students should do routinely. 

As noted in Writing Anchor Standard 10, students 

should “Write routinely over extended time frames 

(time for research, reflection, and revision) and shorter 

time frames (a single sitting or a day or two) for a range 

of tasks, purposes, and audience” (National Governors 

Association Center for Best Practices & Council of 

Chief State School Offices, 2010, p. 18).

As part of the literacy block, teachers provide 

focused instruction on the composing process. This 

includes attention to genre, structure, mechanics, and 

voice. Teachers model the composing process for their 

students and provide students time to write during 

school. They also engage students in writing confer-

ences and encourage peer reviews of written products 

(e.g., Nauman, Stirling, & Borthwick, 2011). 

However, writing cannot be limited to the 

 literacy block if students are to succeed. Writing to 

learn, in mathematics, science, social studies, and 

the arts, is an important consideration for elemen-

tary school teachers (Knipper & Duggan, 2006). 

Given the increased attention and focus on writing 
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as a performance assessment tool, wise 

teachers frequently check for under-

standing through student writing, and 

they do so across the content areas. In 

this column, we focus on three instruc-

tional routines that teachers can use to 

facilitate student writing across the day.  

Power Writing: Building 
Fluency in Composition
Teachers and researchers understand 

that fluency is an important consider-

ation in reading development (Rasinski, 

2102) but sometimes neglect writ-

ing fluency. If students do not writing 

enough, they don’t have anything to 

edit. Because writing is thinking, if stu-

dents are not writing fluently, they 

probably aren’t thinking fluently, at least 

about the topic of study. That’s not to say 

that writing fluency makes for a com-

prehensive curriculum. As with reading, 

fluency is one aspect that needs to be 

considered.

Power writing is a method for build-

ing writing fluency through brief, timed 

writing events (Fearn & Farnan, 2001). 

The purpose is to get students to put 

ideas down on paper quickly and accu-

rately. During content area instruction, 

teachers can integrate a simple daily 

routine of three one-minute rounds of 

fluency-building experiences. This will 

ensure that students have daily prac-

tice with writing, which addresses part 

of the requirements of Writing Anchor 

Standard 10, the part focused on shorter 

time frames.  

A content area word or phrase is 

posted on the board, and students are 

asked to use it somewhere in their writ-

ing. Students are reminded to “write as 

much as you can, as well as you can” 

(Fearn & Farnan, 2001, p. 196). The 

timer is set, and writing begins until it 

rings a minute later. When time is up, 

students reread what they have writ-

ten, circling any errors they notice, then 

count and record the number of words 

in the margin. 

This routine is repeated two more 

times, until students have three one-

minute writing samples in their 

journals. They then record the highest 

number of words written (often it is the 

third sample) on a sheet of graph paper 

kept in their notebook.  

This accomplishes several things for 

teachers and students. First, and perhaps 

most obviously, student writing fluency 

improves with practice. For example, the 

fourth graders who focused on fluency 

writing in the Kasper-Ferguson and 

Moxley (2002) study averaged 10 words 

per minute, and with graphing their flu-

ency writing activities, they increased to 

25 words written per minute, with one 

student consistently writing 60 words 

per minute. Interestingly, the authors 

noted, “Ceiling effects in writing rate 

did not appear” (p. 249), meaning that 

the rate was still increasing when the 

study ended.

Second, students think about the 

content while they are writing. In fact, 

students often report that they under-

stand the content a bit better once they 

have written about it. We have had more 

than one student tell us, “I didn’t know 

what I thought until I wrote it down.” 

This also makes for good assessment of 

content knowledge, as it provides teach-

ers a glimpse into students’ brains. For 

example, the students in Mr. Morton’s 

(all names are pseudonyms) fifth-grade 

class were focused on the human body 

and organ systems when they were 

asked to write about the kidney, lungs, 

and heart. Mutawali wrote the follow-

ing: “The kidneys is the part of the 

body that clean the blood. We got two 

of them. The shape is like our reading 

table. They is 5 inches.” It is clear that 

Mutawali was thinking about this organ 

as he was writing. Mr. Morton could tell 

that Mutawali remembered key details.  

Third, power writing provides teach-

ers with information about student error 

patterns. When pressed for speed, all 

writers will make errors. When stu-

dents reread their written responses 

and notice errors, teachers don’t need 

to worry. When students fail to notice 

the errors they’ve made, teachers should 

take note and design additional instruc-

tion to address those errors. 

For example, in Mutawali’s writ-

ing, Mr. Morton noticed the incorrect 

“to be” verbs and the need for the word 

clean to be cleans. Taking note of this 

allows Mr. Morton to plan subsequent 

instruction, likely as part of the literacy 

block, to help Mutawali produce aca-

demic writing. In doing so, Mr. Morton 

will help his students master part of 

Writing Anchor Standard 4, namely, 

to “Produce clear and coherent writing 

in which the development, organiza-

tion, and style are appropriate to task, 

purpose, and audience” (National 

Governors Association Center for Best 

Practices & Council of Chief State 

School Offices, 2010, p. 18).

Shared Writing: Making the 
Composing Process Visible 
Shared writing is a term that is used 

to describe collaborative writing 

“Because writing is thinking, if students are not 

writing fluently, they probably aren’t thinking 

fluently, at least about the topic of study.”
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experiences between teacher and stu-

dents. Teachers using Language 

Experience Approach (Ashton-Warner, 

1965) transcribe natural student lan-

guage into the printed word so that 

students can begin to learn that print 

carries a message. Grammatical errors 

may be left intact because they are early 

attempts by students to formulate mes-

sages. Interactive writing (McCarrier, 

Pinnell, & Fountas, 2000; Williams, 

Sherry, Robinson, & Hungler, 2012) 

differs in that the students are the ones 

writing, and the accuracy of the mes-

sage is deliberated and refined before it 

is written. Both emphasize the impor-

tance of oral language development 

within the lesson. A summary of the 

key elements of shared writing can be 

found in Figure 1.

Although it is true that interac-

tive writing instruction was initially 

designed for emergent writers, teach-

ers of older students have found success 

using this technique in their classes 

(Wall, 2008). Struggling writers and 

English language learners can profit 

from lessons on specific aspects of writ-

ing, such as composition, punctuation, 

and word choice (Patterson, Schaller, 

& Clemens, 2008). This will allow for 

the systematic instruction of writ-

ing development, organization, and 

style, all components of Writing Anchor 

Standard 4. 

Ms. Harper, a fourth-grade teacher, 

used interactive writing as part of her 

students’ mathematical studies. The 32 

students in the class had read How Much 

Is a Million? (Schwartz, 1993). The facts 

illustrated in the book amazed them. For 

instance, a goldfish bowl large enough 

to hold one million goldfish could also 

hold a whale. 

Ms. Harper used an interactive 

writing approach for students to for-

mulate a similar algebraic problem. She 

was particularly interested in focusing 

on students’ use of accurate technical 

vocabulary in describing how they will 

solve the problem. 

Ms. Harper began by explain-

ing the purpose of the lesson and the 

importance of creating a mathemat-

ical investigation plan to guide their 

work. She reread some of How Much is 

a Million? and invited discussion about 

other things they would like to know 

about. 

She asked, “I’ve learned so much 

from this book about what a million 

of something might look like. What 

are some examples of things here in 

the school that we could multiply to a 

million?”

Several students offered their sug-

gestions, and Ms. Harper kept track of 

them on a small note pad so she would 

not forget their ideas. They discussed 

the merits of investigating a million 

rulers, erasers, books, tennis balls, and 

lunch tickets. The teacher continued to 

ask questions to prompt further con-

versation about the possibilities and 

challenges of each. Over the course 

of several minutes, the class gradually 

came to consensus that they would use 

tennis balls in their problem. 

“Let’s turn that into an algebra 

question,” she said, reminding them 

of their task. After some negotiation, 

they agreed that the precise text would 

read, “How much space is needed to 

hold one million tennis balls?” She had 

her students repeat the question sev-

eral times so they would remember the 

exact wording of their guiding question. 

When Denny misspelled million, she 

used the white correction tape to cover 

it and directed his attention to the alge-

bra word wall for the correct spelling. 

“Remember to use the word wall when 

you get stuck. It’s there to help you.” 

“Now we need to create a plan,” 

she reminded them. “We can’t count a 

 million tennis balls. Could this shoebox 

help?” 

The class buzzed with the possibil-

ity. “Before we talk about it, turn to your 

partner and talk with him or her about 

how the shoebox might help solve our 

mathematical dilemma.” After giving 

“Both shared and interactive writing emphasize 

the  importance of oral language development 

 within the lesson.”

Figure 1 Key Elements of Shared and Interactive Writing

Teaching practice Purpose What the teacher does What the students do

Shared writing Focus on meaning of 
message

Negotiates message 
through discussion
Teacher scribes agreed 
message

Negotiates message 
through discussion

Interactive writing Focus on meaning 
of message and 
conventions of print

Negotiates meaning 
through discussion
Guides the writing of the 
message

Negotiates meaning 
through discussion
Writes message with 
teacher guidance
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them a minute or so to talk, she brought 

the class discussion back to her again. 

“Let’s hear those good ideas.” 

Several students offered their 

thoughts about filling the shoebox 

with tennis balls, then figuring out 

how many boxes they would need to 

hold 1,000,000 of them. Eventually, 

she brings the conversation back to the 

investigation plan. “Let’s write this up 

as a plan. What exactly will we need to 

do to solve this problem? Let’s be sure to 

use the correct vocabulary so our com-

putations will be accurate.” 

Guided by Ms. Harper, the students 

formulated the exact wording of the 

investigation plan. Prompting them as 

needed on word choice, spelling, and 

punctuation, she invited students up 

to the front of the class to write each 

word of the plan. Their final version can 

be found in Figure 2. This interactive 

writing experience facilitated students 

thinking about the content and built 

their composing skills.

Writing From Sources to 
Inform and Explain
Writing from sources is an impor-

tant aspect of content area learning. 

Students must use their writing skills 

to produce pieces that are informa-

tive or explanatory. This is especially 

important in learning science and social 

studies. As noted in Writing Anchor 

Standard 7, students should “Conduct 

short as well as more sustained research 

projects based on focused questions, 

demonstrating understanding of the 

subject under investigation” (National 

Governors Association Center for Best 

Practices & Council of Chief State 

School Offices, 2010, p. 18).

In addition to argument and narrative 

writing, students should “Write infor-

mative/explanatory texts to examine and 

convey complex ideas and information 

clearly and accurately through the effec-

tive selection, organization, and analysis 

of content” (National Governors 

Association Center for Best Practices & 

Council of Chief State School Offices, 

2010, p. 18). It is important to note that 

this standard focuses on a specific text 

type that students must learn to pro-

duce. The development of students’ 

understanding of this text type is also 

influenced by their reading and speak-

ing and listening tasks. Figure 3 includes 

a list of standards related to this text 

type across reading, writing, and speak-

ing and listening.  

To write from sources, students 

need to be taught to carefully read 

texts and collect evidence from those 

texts. Thus, as part of their content 

area writing instruction, students 

should learn annotation skills. In 

their seminal text, How to Read a Book 
(1940/1972), Adler and Van Doren sug-

gested that annotation is critical for 

deep understanding:

Why is marking a book indispensable to 
reading it? First, it keeps you awake—
not merely conscious, but wide awake. 
Second, reading, if active, is thinking, 
and thinking tends to express itself in 
words, spoken or written. The person 
who says he knows what he thinks but 
cannot express it usually does not know 
what he thinks. Third, writing your reac-
tions down helps you remember the 
thoughts of the author. (p. 49)

They next described the most common 

annotation marks: 

 ■ Underlining for major points.

 ■ Vertical lines in the margin to denote 

longer statements that are too long 

to be underlined. 

 ■ Star, asterisk, or other doodad in 
the margin to be used sparingly to 

emphasize the ten or dozen most 

important statements. You may 

want to fold a corner of each page 

where you make such a mark or 

place a slip of paper between the 

pages. 

 ■ Numbers in the margin to indicate a 

sequence of points made by the author 

in development of an argument. 

 ■ Numbers of other pages in the margin 
to indicate where else in the book 

the author makes the same points. 

 ■ Circling of key words or phrases to 

serve much the same function as 

underlining. 

 ■ Writing in the margin, or at the top 
or bottom of the page to record ques-

tions (and perhaps answers) which 

a passage raises in your mind. 

(Adler & Van Doren, 1940/1972, pp. 

49–50)

Figure 2 Language Chart for Interactive Writing Lesson

How much room is needed to store one million tennis balls?
To solve this problem, we will measure a shoebox to find the volume in square inches (length x width x 
height = V).

Then we will fill the shoebox with tennis balls and count. 
(T = # of tennis balls in the box).

Next we will calculate how many shoeboxes are needed to store 1,000,000 tennis balls. 
1,000,000 ¸ T= B (# of boxes)

We will calculate the volume of space needed to store B boxes.
V x B = space needed in square inches.

We will bring our calculations to our next math class to discuss conversions.
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When students annotate a text, they 

have sources that they can use to sup-

port their claims. For example, as part 

of their investigation about the Code 

of Hammurabi, sixth-grade students 

in George Martin’s social studies class 

studied the list of 282 written laws. For 

his students to understand the ramifi-

cations of these laws, Mr. Martin used 

text-dependent questions to guide 

his students’ annotations. He posed 

 questions and asked for rulings: 

 ■ What should happen to a farmer 

whose dam floods another  farmer’s 

field?  

 ■ What if a thief steals possessions 

being kept in the house of another 

person?  

 ■ What if a father wants to kick his 

son out of the house? 

Students worked with sections of the 

code to arrive at decisions, citing specific 

laws. In each of these cases, several laws 

were involved, and students needed 

to cite them in their work. “The anno-

tations were essential for this task, 

because they had to cite the correct laws 

to build their case for a legal decision. 

Just like judges of the time, they had to 

apply formal reasoning to support their 

claims,” he said. “It’s good for them 

to see that even though the laws have 

changed, the work of logic and reason-

ing governs legal decisions.” 

Conclusion
If students are to meet the writing 

demands stated in the core standards, 

they need regular opportunities across 

the learning day to engage in a range 

of writing tasks. These should reflect a 

variety of purposes and audiences and 

should be designed to build knowl-

edge. It isn’t fair to expect that students 

can get by with an occasional extended 

writing task and little in the way of 

instruction and practice. Effective 

writing teachers know that building 

stamina, discussion, and knowledge 

are integral for developing stronger 

writers. 
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